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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

The history of the North Pacific Division of the Army Corps of Engineers encompasses
vast regions and massive projects. It includes the three western states of Oregon,
Washington, and Idaho, the western watershed of Montana, and the far northwestern State
of Alaska - a region unto itself. The time period moves from the era of sailing ships waiting
to cross the perilous bar at the Columbia River’s mouth to the present age with barges and
tankers carrying hatchery fingerlings downstream past modern, multipurpose dams on the
Snake and Columbia waterways. This history is not an attempt to document completely all
important activities and influences of the Corps of Engineers in this part of the United
States; rather I have selected those themes and projects that represent turning points or serve
as examples of new policies and directions in water resource development. A comprehensive
history of individual projects can be found in each district’s history.

The book has two purposes. First, it describes the internal development of the Division
from the creation of its first small office in San Francisco in 1901 to the establishment of a
modern organization of over 400 employees housed in an impressive granite building in
Portland. Second, it examines the role of the Division in the historical development of the
region. It is impossible to understand Pacific Northwest history without a knowledge of the
policies and activities of the Federal Government in the area and the major impact the area’s
abundant water resources have had in the development of shipping, hydroelectric power, and
recreation. | hope this history helps in this understanding.

Viewed from one perspective, the North Pacific Division represents four districts:
Portland, Seattle, Walla Walla, and Alaska. It should be noted that the Division is an
administrative headquarters and that its districts are largely responsible for the numerous
water resource projects in their own areas. It was not practical, nor always possible, to trace
the complex relationships between each district and the Division. Moreover, the purpose of
this volume is to describe how the Division, as a composite of its districts, has implemented
new policies and what effects these policies have had on its projects and programs.

I am indebted to many individuals who have helped me in this project. First of all, Felix
J. McLarney, Chief of the Logistics Management Office who provided overall guidance and
encouragement during all stages of the book. Jerry Schmunk of the Public Affairs Office
and many others in the Division assisted with personal information and interviews, and in
locating records. The Public Affairs Offices and staff at each district also gave generously of
their time and helped expedite my research. I am grateful to David Pfiff of the Federal
Records Center in Seattle, the staff of the National Archives in Washington, D.C., and the
Corps’ Historical Division who greatly aided my research efforts and provided valuable

comments on the manuscript.
i
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HISTORY OF THE

NORTH PACIFIC DIVISION

Introduction

In October 1901, the North Pacific Division of the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers opened for business in San
Francisco. The new division engineer, 58-year-old Colonel
William Henry Heuer, and his one clerk were responsible for
supervising navigation projects in the Portland, Oregon and
Seattle, Washington districts. Colonel Heuer’s official portrait
suggests a good-natured person, his military appearance
tempered by a bushy mustache, thick eyebrows, and a healthy
thatch of white hair. Heuer was already familiar with the
Pacific Northwest and river and harbor work. After beginning
his career as a freight clerk on the Mississippi at age 16, he
entered West Point, graduating in 1865 with a commission as
first lieutenant in the Corps of Engineers. Assigned to
California as assistant engineer on surveys, Heuer carried out
several examinations of rivers in California and Oregon as well
as dredging and snagging improvements on the Willamette
River and blasting rocks in San Francisco Bay. During his first
five-year assignment in the West, he also laid out a military
road from Fort Churchill, Nevada to Boise, Idaho. After
completing 16 years of service, Heuer returned to San
Francisco. During the Spanish American War, he supervised
construction of the harbor’s submarine mine defenses. He
remained in the city after the war, planning the defenses of
Honolulu and Pearl Harbor and carrying out channel
improvements in California.’

Colonel Heuer’s career is an example of the survey and
engineering work that helped ensure the orderly development
of the West. Yet the history of most Army Engineer officers,
like Heuer, remains buried in brief summaries of official
reports. With notable exceptions, even the role of the Corps of
Engineers and other federal agencies in this region has been
neglected.2 Indeed, a curious gap exists between the popular
conception of how independent pioneers built the West and
the almost unknown role of government officers and agencies.
However, the federal government has been a willing partner in
western settlement and development. The earliest national
interest in the Pacific Northwest focused on the possibility of a
navigable passage from the populated East to the Pacific
Ocean. President Thomas Jefferson’s commission of Army
Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to explore the
Missouri River in 1804 extinguished the dream of a
transcontinental waterway. Nonetheless, the success of the
expedition in completing a circuit to the Pacific Ocean
stimulated imaginations with the prospect of lucrative trade
with Asia by a more direct, overland route. In later years
government support for transportation, commerce and
communications was essential in stabilizing early settlements.
Army Engineers constructed forts, lighthouses and rogds, apd
they explored and surveyed coastlines, rivers and vast interior
regions. All these activities meant that individuals could live
more securely, receive supplies, export surplus products on a
regular basis, travel waterways with less hazard, and obtain
accurate maps and scientific information. The government
accelerated its involvement in public works by forming a
permanent Corps of Engineers in 1802. In 1813 the War

Department added topographical engineers to the Army for
the specific tasks of exploring, surveying and mapping.®

Although military activities and the extensive surveys of
the topographical engineers took precedent in the early history
of the U.S. Army in the West, engineering work on roads,
rivers and harbors left a more permanent mark. The General
Survey Act of 1824 authorized surveys, plans and estimates for
roads and canals, thereby establishing a basis for the Corps’
navigation work. Under this legislation, army engineers also
built simple forts and roads in the West. Because of the
military necessity for roads, the War Department in 1855
created the Pacific Wagon Road Office in San Francisco.
After the Civil War, the War Department formed an engineer
district office in that city with responsibility for supervising
river and harbor surveys and improvements on the Pacific
Coast. Army engineers who headed the new office were
experienced in this work. The first officer in charge, Major
Robert S. Williamson, had risked his life surveying railroad
routes in the Southwest and in hostile Indian territory in
northern California and southern Oregon. In fact, these
district officers frequently served in military departments in the
West as well as in the civil engineering offices. As the Corps’
work increased, the War Department in 1871 divided
responsibility for improvements at the California - Oregon
border, creating a second office in Portland. The engineer in
charge, Major Henry M. Robert, with his assistant and office
clerk oversaw all work on the Willamette and Columbia rivers.
Under this arrangement the senior or supervising engineer for
the Pacific Coast Territory had responsibility for the Portland
Office until the Pacific Division was formed in 1888. In that
year five divisions were created, including the Pacific Division
at San Francisco.*

The creation of the new divisional administrative level
reflected a crisis within the Corps of Engineers. During the
latter part of the 19th century work expanded without a
corresponding increase in officers. Work on rivers and harbors
grew from 49 projects and 26 surveys in 1866 to almost 371
projects and 135 surveys in 1882. At the same time, the
number of officers actually declined. Moreover, many civil
engineer assistants and senior officers were young and
inexperienced. There were other reasons, too, for the lack of
trained officers. New non-military engineering colleges
attracted prospective engineers, and young professionals often
preferred to work for private, non-military organizations.
Along with problems of recruitment, the agency experienced
another setback in 1877 when the U.S. Geological Survey took
over the Corps’ responsibility for western explorations. In 1885
some members of Congress suggested that river and harbor
projects be transferred to a new department. Although this
proposed legislation did not pass, the Corps quickly established
the five division offices in 1888. This was a countermove to
Congressional interest in establishing departments of civilian
engineers throughout the country to supervise water projects.®

Successfully surviving this threat to its authority over
navigation projects, the Corps further strengthened its
administrative structure by creating the North Pacific Division






river. The former turbulence of this confluence is now stilled
by a series of dams on both rivers. At Pasco, the Columbia
turns once more westward through arid basalt cliffs dividing
the states of Oregon and Washington. The Deschutes and
John Day Rivers add to its volume. At The Dalles, the river
bed begins to narrow into the spectacular gorge which the
Columbia has cut through basalt rock and massive mud slides,
leaving the tributary streams on the Oregon side to cascade
from the cliffs in feathery waterfalls. A series of dams and
reservoirs above Portland now conceal the rapids which once
made portages necessary for early steamer traffic at Celilo
Falls, The Dalles, and the Cascade rapids. The Willamette,
the last major tributary, meets the Columbia at Portland.
From just above Portland at Bonneville Dam to the mouth of
the river at Astoria, ocean tides influence the river’s currents
and flow.

The Snake River, a major tributary of the Columbia,
originates in Yellowstone National Park where it begins its
1,000 mile journey south before turning west through the arid
lands of southern Idaho. Its most striking feature is Hells
Canyon, a deep gorge between Idaho and Oregon that reaches
a depth of 7,900 feet, forming the nation’s deepest and
narrowest canyon. The famed Salmon River loops north and
then runs west through Idaho’s massive central wilderness area
before entering the Snake in this remote region. At Lewiston,
the Snake meets another major tributary, the Clearwater.

The Willamette, the Columbia’s second major tributary,
flows through the first settled area in the Pacific Northwest.
Only one-third as long as the Snake, it drains 11,200 square
miles of the fertile Willamette Valley. This valley, extending
north from the Calapooya Mountains to the mouth of the river
at Portland, is bounded on the east by the high-peaked
Cascades and on the west by the lower Coast Range.

Heuer would have studied other rivers as well. In
southern Oregon several minor river systems (the largest being
the Umpqua and the Rogue) flow west from the Cascades into
the Pacific Ocean. Many of the coastal rivers are popular with
recreationists but are navigable only for short distances. The
western portion of Montana falling within the Division
contains several Columbia tributaries. The Kootenai, with a
volume of water comparable to the Missouri, rises in
southeastern British Columbia a few miles from the
Columbia’s headwaters. It flows into northwest Montana, then
west into North Idaho, then north again to Kootenay Lake in
British Columbia, and finally into the Columbia.

The Yukon, the second largest river system in the Pacific
Northwest, has twists and moods rivaling the Columbia. It
drains an area roughly equivalent to the states of California,
Washington, Utah and Nevada, but its importance for
navigation and hydroelectric power is limited by geography and
lack of population. The Yukon’s headwaters are in the glaciers
and snowfields of the St. Elias Mountains, and here, only 15
miles from the Pacific Ocean in British Columbia, it begins a
journey of 2,300 miles before emptying into salt water.
Crossing the Canadian boundary into Alaska, the river winds
southwest and then north, past ghost towns and deserted
mines. On Yukon Flats between the Arctic Circle and
downriver, the Yukon constantly changes channels, cutting

through mudbanks, quicksand and small inlets. Then flowing
west through mountains and Rampart Canyon, it joins with the
Tanana, its largest tributary, and at places becomes three miles
wide. Despite numerous islands and sloughs, the current is
strong here. In its final northwest curve, with open tundra
spreading on both sides, the Yukon passes into the Bering Sea
through several shallow channels, the most important of which
is Apoon Harbor.

Other major Alaskan rivers include the Kuskowim, which
empties into the Bering Sea at Bethel Harbor, and the Susitna,
which can be navigated for a short distance from its mouth at
Cook Inlet near Anchorage. Coastal rivers like the Copper in
southwest Alaska are navigable only by experienced white
water enthusiasts.

Another major water system within the Division, Juan de
Fuca Strait and Puget Sound, presented Heuer with a different
responsibility. This vast waterway contains 1.6 million surface
acres and has 2,167 miles of protected shoreline. It stretches
northward from Olympia, Washington, touches the Pacific
Northwest’s major metropolitan area at Tacoma and Seattle,
and meets the Pacific Ocean at a wide opening between Cape
Flattery, Washington, on the south and Vancouver Island in
British Columbia on the north. Unlike the harbors of the
Oregon and Washington coasts where constant dredging and
jetties are necessary for safe and regular shipping, the Strait
and Sound are deep, protected channels which have required
few improvements. In both early and modern times this body
of sea water has supported a major shipping route to California
and Asian ports.

Outside the safe harbors of Juan de Fuca Strait and Puget
Sound, the Pacific Ocean belies its name, especially during
winter storms. Although most ships are safe while at sea, the
storms make it difficult to enter coastal harbors and rivers.
The Oregon and Washington coasts have few entrances
designated as refuges, although there are numerous harbors.
The many small harbors set among abrupt coastal promotories
with reefs and long breakers are used mostly by fishermen.

The Alaska coastline with its Aleutian archipelago forces
shipping through a circuitous route. In the southeast and
southwest, fishing harbors are crowded at the base of
precipitous mountains; beaches and harbors in the Bering Sea
and Arctic Ocean are exposed and without sufficient natural
depths for even small ships. The harsh climate of fog, ice floes
and arctic winds harass shipping along winding sea lanes of the
inland passage in the southeast, around the Alaska Peninsula,
and northeast to the oil fields in the Arctic Ocean.

In addition to this complex river and harbor system, the
North Pacific Division includes the massive mountain chains of
the Rockies and the Cascades. In Alaska, the southeastern
panhandle with the state capital at Juneau, is almost
completely isolated from the interior by rugged coastal
mountains, while in the interior, the Alaska and Brooks ranges
form concentric circles that parallel the southern coast.e There
are extreme climates and regions within the Division -
mountain deserts, arctic tundra, rain forests, prairies and
swampy lowlands - that have made engineering particularly
challenging.
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